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Abstract
This paper investigates whether the practice of 
embedding employability and employer engagement 
LQWRWKHFXUULFXOXPFDQOHDGWREHQH¿FLDORXWFRPHV
for students, Higher Education Institutions (HEIs), 
participant organisations, and employers in 
general.  The practice is evaluated through the 
case study of a specialist postgraduate module 
in Environmental Management Systems (EMS) at 
the University of Southampton.  The pedagogical 
approach is discussed, along with an analysis of 
the key learning and employability outcomes.  The 
case study demonstrates the viability of developing 
DVSHFLDOLVWHPSOR\DELOLW\SUR¿OHZLWKDIRFXVRQ
relevant practical experience through a single 
module, whilst also enhancing core employability 
skills. Although the process and outcomes relate 
to a single specialist module approach, many 
RIWKH¿QGLQJVDUHDSSOLFDEOHDFURVVWKHUDQJH
of approaches for embedding employability and 
employer engagement into the GEES curriculum. 
Introduction
The practice of embedding employability into the 
curriculum has been the subject of much debate 
in the Higher Education (HE) sector (Yorke and 
Knight, 2004a; Gedye and Chalkley, 2006).  This is 
OLNHO\WRFRQWLQXHDVLQFUHDVHG¿QDQFLDOSUHVVXUHV
combined with greater student numbers, raise the 
importance of employability with both students 
and HEIs.  Employers who recruit graduates for 
technical specialist roles, such as in environmental 
PDQDJHPHQWV\VWHPV(06H[SHFWDGH¿QHG
HPSOR\DELOLW\SUR¿OHDQGDQDGYDQFHGOHYHORI
expertise and experience in key subject areas.  
Recruitment of graduates with core technical skills 
and experience has proven to be a current problem 
in the Environment Agency, for example (Thomas, 
DQGRQHWKDWPLJKWEHGLI¿FXOWWRDGGUHVV
WKURXJKWKHPRUHJHQHULFHPSOR\DELOLW\SUR¿OHRIIHUHG
through the embedding process into the curriculum.  
To assist students seeking technical specialist roles 
LWLVWKRXJKWWKDWGHYHORSLQJDGH¿QHGHPSOR\DELOLW\
SUR¿OHZLOOEHRIEHQH¿WWRERWKWKHVWXGHQWDQGWKH
employer.  A range of different approaches exist in 
WKH+(VHFWRUIRUGHYHORSLQJHPSOR\DELOLW\SUR¿OHVLQ
students.  This might take place through embedding 
employability into the whole degree programme, 
core modules, Work-Based Learning, Personal 
Development Planning (PDP), and employability-
related modules (Yorke and Knight, 2004a; Gedye and 
Chalkley, 2006).  The 2006 HEFCE strategy, ‘Engaging 
employers with higher education’, recognises the 
need for the HE sector to improve collaboration 
with employers to enhance the employability skills 
RIVWXGHQWVZKLOVWPD[LPLVLQJWKHEHQH¿WVIRU
employers in terms of recruitment and retention.  
The approach presented in this paper is that of 
embedding employability and employer engagement 
into a specialist employability-related postgraduate 
module.  The aim is to assess the viability of 
GHYHORSLQJDVSHFLDOLVWHPSOR\DELOLW\SUR¿OHZLWK
a focus on relevant practical experience through 
a single module, whilst also enhancing core 
employability skills. 
The case study module – 
environmental management systems
The case study module, ‘Environmental 
Management Systems’ (EMS), was optional on 
the MSc Integrated Environmental Studies, and 
compulsory for students on the MSc Environmental 
Monitoring and Assessment and Master of 
Environmental Science (MEnvSci) programmes at 
the University of Southampton.  The module has 
been taught with the emphasis on the application 
of practical skills since its inception in 1997. The 
module coordinator has developed and implemented 
EMS in a number of companies over the last 10 
years, ensuring the professional relevance of the 
content.  The latest revision of the module involved 
the engagement of a local company to form the 
case study for the teaching of the module, and to 
provide students with experience of working for a 
client in a professional capacity.  The module took 
place during semester one of the academic year 
2007/2008, involving a class of thirty students.  The 
overall aims of the module are outlined in Box 1. An 
outline of the case study company is in Box 2.  
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Box 1: Overall aims of the module
7RHQKDQFHWKHHPSOR\DELOLW\SUR¿OHVRI%
the students
To meet the learning outcomes of the %
module
To enhance employer engagement in %
the School
To develop an EMS manual for the case %
study company
To help the case study company attain %
FHUWL¿FDWLRQWR,62
Box 2.  Outline of the case study company
Local construction small enterprise with %
large subcontractor base
Wide portfolio of construction projects %
in the South of England–commercial, 
education, residential
Contacted through regional economic %
partnership body and the sustainable 
business partnership
Looking to establish a competitive %
advantage through environmental 
management, and to engage with the 
University 
 
)LJXUH6FUHHQVKRWRIDFRQVXOWDQF\WHDPZLNLVLWHKRPHSDJH
+LJK¿HOG&RQVXOWDQF\KRPHSDJH
This is it! WB EMS Manual - as submitted plus amendments after the audit feedback
To do list
to  do list: To_do_list.doc
Manual Write up
Pa ge for the working version of each section of the actual manual: Manual Write Up DO NOT EDIT THIS
Page for edits to Manual Write Up - Highlight what you think needs editing and keep a note of it to discuss on sunday evening 6th January
format template.doc   Template for report fonts etc?
timetable -  timetable of doom.doc
Aspects and Impacts
Aspects and Impacts Register
Final copy - Site visit
Legislation register
ListOfLegislations to be checked
Waste legislation presentation
Legislation Registers (versions
Legislation register
Legislation Register v.2
Legislation Register v.3
Legislation Register v.4
LEGISLATION REGISTER v.5.doc (Includes below)
Legislation register Version 6.doc (melpo)
New_legislation_Register.doc  tidied up and formatted ready to drop into register - couple of queries for tuesday’s meeting
RHIAN’s Legislation   LEGISLATION.DOC
RHIAN’s Legislation LEGISLATION.doc
Not included
KWWSEODFNERDUGVRWRQDFXNZHEDSSVSRUWDOIUDPHVHWMVS"WDE FRXUVHV	XUO )ELQ)FRPPRQ)FRXUVHSO)FRXUVHBLG'BB
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The pedagogical approach
The pedagogical approach adopted used a 
combination of lectures, company site visits, 
company correspondence, company presentations, 
group feedback sessions, class discussion forums, 
group blogs and wiki sites (Table 1) to embed 
employability and employer engagement throughout 
the module.
Module content Description of content 
Lectures Weekly double lecture sessions addressing individual components of DQ(06VWUXFWXUHGWR,62UHTXLUHPHQWV
)RUPDWLRQRI¿YH
consultancy teams of 
six students
7HDPVRIEDODQFHGVWUHQJWKSUR¿OHVVHOHFWHGE\PRGXOHFRRUGLQDWRU
divided by mixed nationalities, areas of expertise, previous work 
H[SHULHQFHDUHDVRI¿UVWGHJUHHRUPDLQDFDGHPLFVWUHQJWKV
&RPSDQ\KHDGRI¿FH
& construction site 
visits
Company-led formative group visits to give students experience 
of identifying environmental aspects and impacts in a company 
setting.
Email correspondence 
with the company
Weekly formative environmental performance, data, and legal 
FRPSOLDQFHTXHVWLRQVVHQWE\HDFKFRQVXOWDQF\WHDPWRWKHPRGXOH
coordinator. Questions grouped together and sent to the company 
contact.
Weekly progress 
sessions
Five-minute formative progress presentations delivered by each 
FRQVXOWDQF\WHDPZLWKHDFKWHDPPHPEHUUHTXLUHGWRGHOLYHUDW
least 1 presentation
Weekly feedback 
sessions
Each consultancy team given detailed formative feedback on 
SURJUHVVE\PRGXOHFRRUGLQDWRUDQGUHTXLUHGWRDQVZHUTXHVWLRQV
by members of other groups
Consultancy team 
blogs and wiki sites
Use of blogs to facilitate easier student communication within 
teams, and wiki sites to build a resource base of the different 
collaborative versions of each section of the EMS manual (See 
Figure 1)
EMS manual Assessed submission of consultancy team EMS manuals meeting NH\,62UHTXLUHPHQWVIRUWKHFDVHVWXG\FRPSDQ\
ISO14001
FHUWL¿FDWLRQDXGLW
$VVHVVHGKRXUµPRFN¶,62FHUWL¿FDWLRQDXGLWRIWKH
EMS manual for each consultancy team, conducted by module 
coordinator and consultant lead environmental auditor of 12 years 
experience
EMS manual 
presentation
Assessed 15 minute presentations by each consultancy team to the 
company board of directors
Table 1:  Module pedagogical approach
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Evaluation of the module outcomes
The relative success and failure of the module 
was evaluated through a module feedback session 
SDUWLFLSDWLRQVWXGHQWTXHVWLRQQDLUHV
(100% response rate) and a student focus group 
¿YHPRQWKVSRVWPRGXOHFRPSOHWLRQVWXGHQW
representation).
Student learning outcomes
Each element of the pedagogical approach was 
valued by the students with regard to learning 
the discipline of EMS (see Box 3). The format of 
lectures covering individual components of EMS, 
followed by consultancy teams putting the theory 
into practice through the weekly development of 
the case study manual, with progress presentations 
and feedback, was well received. Students engaged 
fully with the exercise, producing presentations 
of a consistently high standard, enhancing their 
presentation skills and experience in the process.
The use of formative tasks can occasionally be 
problematic and not taken seriously by students due 
to the lack of assessment marks. However, overall 
in common with Yorke & Knight (2004b), it was 
found that the successive formative tasks leading 
to the primary summative task of the assessed EMS 
manual, led to full student engagement throughout 
WKHPRGXOH$IXUWKHUEHQH¿WRIWKHIRUPDWLYH
progress presentations and accompanying feedback 
ZDVWKDWWKH\HQFRXUDJHGVWXGHQWUHÀHFWLRQZKLFK
enhances meaningful learning (Moon, 2004).
Box 3:  Student learning outcomes feedback 
µ$OORZVXVWRGHYHORSFOHDUXQGHUVWDQGLQJRI(06
WKURXJKKDQGVRQH[SHULHQFH¶
‘Produced something very comprehensive for a 
real-life company’
µ5HDOO\KHOSV\RXWRNQRZKRZWRLPSOHPHQWDQ(06¶
µ5HOHYDQWWRUHDOOLIH([FHOOHQWUHDOFDVHVWXG\¶
The assessed exercises received positive and 
negative feedback (See Box 4).  The greatest 
criticism from the students lay in the amount 
of work in coordinating meetings and producing 
the materials to develop the EMS manual.  In 
addressing these concerns, the use of wiki sites for 
communication and building collaborative documents 
was found to be a particularly valuable mechanism 
for performing group work, and can be seen as 
appropriate use of an IT platform to assist learning 
in a predominately practical, site-based discipline. 
Box 4:  Student assessment methods 
feedback
&ULWLFLVPV
µ/RWVRIZRUNGLI¿FXOWRUJDQLVLQJWHDP
meetings’
µ/DUJHJURXSVGLI¿FXOWWRFRRUGLQDWH¶
µ+HDY\ZRUNORDGDOWKRXJKFDQ¶WVXJJHVWKRZWR
reduce it’
3RVLWLYHFRPPHQWV
µ([FHOOHQWPHWKRGRIOHDUQLQJZKDWFRXOGEHD
YHU\GLI¿FXOWWRJUDVSVXEMHFW¶
‘Blogs and Wiki sites very useful’
‘Scary, but very useful audit and board 
presentation’
)RFXVJURXS¿YHPRQWKVDIWHUPRGXOH
FRPSOHWLRQ
µ/RRNLQJEDFNWKHWRWDOZRUNORDGZDVQ¶WWKDW
much greater than other modules in total’
µ1RH[DPPHDQWWKHZRUNORDGEDODQFHGRXW¶
Student employability outcomes
One of the primary considerations during the 
development of this module was to create a series 
of exercises and experiences that would enhance 
WKHHPSOR\DELOLW\SUR¿OHVRIWKHVWXGHQWV:RUNLQJ
WRWKHGH¿QLWLRQRIHPSOR\DELOLW\SURSRVHG<RUNHRI
‘a set of achievements – skills, understandings and 
personal attributes – that make graduates more 
likely to gain employment and be successful in their 
FKRVHQRFFXSDWLRQVZKLFKEHQH¿WVWKHPVHOYHV
WKHZRUNIRUFHWKHFRPPXQLW\DQGWKHHFRQRP\¶
(Yorke, 2004, p.7), this module set the following 
employability aims for all students:
$LPV
Direct professional experience of EMS%
Commercial application of theory of EMS%
Improved commercial understanding of EMS%
7RUHDFKWKHHTXLYDOHQW(06VNLOOVWDQGDUGRI%
the main professional body training course
Practical experience of a growing area of %
employment
Enhanced presentation skills%
Professional report writing skills%
Improved time management%
50
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Improved team work skills%
Enhanced CV for employment in environmental %
management
7KHIHHGEDFNVHVVLRQTXHVWLRQQDLUHVDQGIRFXVJURXS
responses indicated a high degree of satisfaction with 
each of the employability aims (See Box 5).
Box 5:  Student employability outcomes 
feedback
µ:RUNLQJZLWKDUHDOFRPSDQ\JDYHDVHQVHRI
achievement’
‘Very practical and provided lots of guidance for 
students in their future careers in ISO14001’
µ*DYHDQLQVLJKWLQWRKRZWKHUHDOZRUOGZRUNV
– very useful reality check after 3 ½ years of 
environmental study’
‘Makes you manage your time’ 
µ9HU\SUDFWLFDOH[SHULHQFHWHDPZRUN
organisation skills’
‘Real company therefore something valuable 
WRWDONDERXWLQMRELQWHUYLHZV)HHO,DP
employable as a result’
‘At last, learning about something useful in the 
ZRUNSODFHPDNLQJXVPRUHHPSOR\DEOH±QRW
enough of this’
µ:HGH¿QLWHO\QHHGPRUHSUDFWLFDODQG
employable modules’
It should be stated that the focus on employability 
and engaging with a company was a very different 
experience for all students.  In spite of this, the 
employability focus of the module was very well 
received with most students achieving a real feeling 
of achievement in not only producing a manual for a 
client, but also realising it was to be put to practical 
use for commercial and environmental gain.  One of 
the more surprising outcomes from the module was 
the desire to embed employability into other modules. 
The majority of students felt that other appropriate 
modules should adopt a similar approach as they 
were keen to enhance their employability skills and 
were worried about their employment prospects 
SRVWJUDGXDWLRQ7KLVLVD¿QGLQJWKDWVXSSRUWV
Cade’s assertion that students are ‘concerned about 
the preparation for their employment provided by 
8QLYHUVLWLHV¶ (Cade, 2008, p. 3).
Box 6:  Case study company outcomes 
EMS manual – meeting most of the %
UHTXLUHPHQWVRI,62IRUYHU\OLWWOH
WHPSRUDODQG¿QDQFLDOFRVW
Compliance with existing environmental %
legislation (e.g. Duty of Care 
Regulations, Oil Storage Regulations)
Ensured compliance with emerging %
sector relevant environmental legislation 
- Site Waste Management Plans (SWMP) 
Regulations
SWMP training for all site managers%
Increased environmental awareness %
throughout the company
Regional project publicity in newspapers %
and sector publications
Competitive advantage%
Nominated at local business awards for %
environmental performance
Engagement with the University of %
Southampton
Case study company outcomes
UVAC (2005) stated there is a lack of a desire from 
employers in the commercial sector to engage with 
HEIs.  This module was developed not solely to 
DGGUHVVWKHHPSOR\DELOLW\SUR¿OHVRIVWXGHQWVEXW
DOVRWRGHOLYHUVLJQL¿FDQWEHQH¿WVIRUSDUWLFLSDQW
companies.  During the project negotiation stage, 
WKHSULPDU\EHQH¿WSUHVHQWHGWRWKHFRPSDQ\
was the development of an EMS manual to meet 
PRVWRIWKHUHTXLUHPHQWVRI,62LW
is not possible to develop a fully operational and 
audited EMS in the space of one semester).  Upon 
completion of the project the company stated they 
UHFHLYHGIXUWKHUXQSUHGLFWHGEHQH¿WV6HH%R[
The participant company stated the project 
exceeded their expectations, both in terms of 
extent of outcomes and the standard of the work.
In recognition of this, cash awards were presented 
to the best consultancy team EMS manual, best 
presentation to the board, and best SWMP.  
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HEI Employer engagement outcomes
The process of employer engagement has 
DVVRFLDWHGEHQH¿WVIRUWKHSDUWLFLSDQW+(,LQ
addition to those offered to the company and the 
students.  The main outcomes that occurred for the 
School from this particular project are outlined in 
Box 7.  
Box 7: HEI outcomes 
Ensures professional relevance in the %
curriculum
Regional publicity%
Improved links with the regional business %
community
Further work-based experience for some %
students, enhancing their employability 
SUR¿OHV
Continuing professional work for the module %
coordinator to retain practice and relevance 
in teaching
2QJRLQJUHODWLRQVKLSIRUIXWXUHVWXGHQW¿QDO%
year research projects
Participation of the company in a EU %
Framework bid
Conclusions
This paper has demonstrated the viability of 
GHYHORSLQJDVSHFLDOLVWHPSOR\DELOLW\SUR¿OH
with a focus on relevant practical experience 
through a single module, whilst also enhancing 
core employability skills and meeting the learning 
RXWFRPHV,WKDVVKRZQWKDWPDQ\EHQH¿FLDO
outcomes can be obtained for all stakeholders from 
embedding employability and employer engagement 
into the curriculum.  The case study explored 
the process and outcomes from a single module 
DSSURDFKEXWPDQ\RIWKH¿QGLQJVDUHDSSOLFDEOH
across the range of approaches for embedding 
employability and employer engagement into the 
curriculum.
The module contributed to the enhancement of 
JHQHUDOHPSOR\DELOLW\SUR¿OHVIRUVWXGHQWVDORQJ
with the development of a specialist employability 
SUR¿OHDQGWKHDGYDQFHGOHYHORIH[SHUWLVHWR
pursue a career in EMS; an EMS manual meeting 
LQWHUQDWLRQDOVWDQGDUGUHTXLUHPHQWVIRUPLQLPXP
cost, legal compliance support and positive regional 
publicity for the case study company; up-to-
date professional content within the curriculum 
and current relevance in teaching. This model, 
GHPRQVWUDWLQJFOHDUEHQH¿WVIRUDOOVWDNHKROGHUV
is one route that could be followed when seeking 
private sector employer engagement with all the 
HPSOR\DELOLW\EHQH¿WVIRUVWXGHQWVWKDWLWHQWDLOV
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